Abstract. Sexual imprinting occurs in two stages, an acquisition phase when the birds learn about their social environment, and a consolidation process where the acquired information is linked to sexual behaviour and stabilized. Some of the factors that may influence acquisition and consolidation, respectively, were examined. Zebra finch, Taeniopygia guttata, males were reared by Bengalese finch, Lonchura striata, foster parents until 40 days of age, then isolated for 60 days, and exposed to a zebra finch female for 1 h at day 100. Thereafter, the birds were isolated for 3 days and then exposed to a Bengalese finch female for another 1 h. In subsequent preference tests, the preference scores of the birds were correlated with how much they were fed by their foster parents.
Traditionally, sexual imprinting has been defined as a learning process by which a young bird learns the characteristics of its species, which enables it to find a sexual partner as an adult (Bateson 1966; Immelmann 1972a, b; Hess 1973) . For the zebra finch, Taeniopygia guttata castanotis, the sensitive period for sexual imprinting begins after the eyes open and comes to its close between days 30 and 40 post-hatch, although under certain circumstances it can be prolonged (for a review see Immelmann 1985) . Because the young bird is not sexually mature at that time and thus no sexual behaviour can be observed, one has to ask how the bird 'knows' what the appropriate features of a future sexual partner may be. It is possible that some pre-existing knowledge guides the acquisition of the appropriate features. There have been several claims of such an 'own species bias' (Immelmann 1972a, b) but severe arguments have been raised against such a view (Kruijt & Meeuwissen 1993). Immelmann et al. (1991) and Kruijt & Meeuwissen (1991) recently published results which suggest a more plausible explanation. According to their experiments, sexual imprinting may be a two-stage process. In the course of the 'classical' sensitive phase in early development, the birds establish a social bond to their parents. Under normal circumstances, this narrowing of social preference to the parent species guides the young male zebra finches in their first courtship attempts when they are sexually mature. By these first courtship events, the preference for the parent species is linked to sexual behaviour and is stabilized. If, however, they can court only females that do not resemble the parent species, modification of the preference is possible. In other words, the social preference established in early development is not transferred to sexual preference: zebra finch males reared by Bengalese finch, Lonchura striata, foster parents sometimes switch their preference to zebra finches if the first courtship event is with a zebra finch female (Bischof & Clayton 1991; Immelmann et al. 1991 
